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Lost to History

Projects & Work

Epilogue

On the north side of Birch Lake, in Lake County, MN, lies the last few signs of what was
once a thriving Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camp of over 200 men. The work and
legacy of CCC camps as a whole has slowly been lost in the public mind, a forgotten
memory buried in the dense forest.

Like most CCC companies, Company #704 worked
primarily on environmental projects. Much of their
work consisted of clearing firebreaks, removal of
brush and fallen trees, fighting soil erosion, fighting
forest fires, planting forests, surveying land, and
construction of recreational facilities.

After Camp Halfway F-1 was abandoned in 1938, it
gradually disappeared. The old logging-era Birch Lake
log dam burst around a decade later, flooding the entire
area and collapsing the bridge. This was not the first
time it appeared. As a result, Highway One was altered
to have a higher elevation, and the entrance to the
former F-1 site was now significantly lower than it was
when in operation10.

The Civilian Conservation Corps was a US government work relief program created by
President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the Great Depression. The CCC allowed young
unemployed men between the ages of 17-28 to work in conservation and natural resource
development. Wages of $30/month, with $25 of that being sent home to families, allowed
struggling families to survive during that difficult era1. One of the hallmarks of the New
Deal, sociologists have long argued that the CCC also served another purpose - to keep
restless unemployed young men off the streets, which kept violent crime under control2.
The focus of this project is CCC Company #704; specifically, their work while based at
the site known as Halfway Camp F-1, on the northwestern shore of Birch Lake, southeast
of Ely, MN.

C.C.C. Co. 704 – Halfway Camp F-1, Ely, Minn, Aug. 12, 1935. Robert Engstrom Civilian Conservation
Corps Collection, Iron Range Research Center

Background
Civilian Conservation Corps Company #704 was formed on April 26th, 1933, and was
comprised of 235 men3. They traveled from Fort Snelling, in St. Paul, MN, to the shores
of Birch Lake, 9 miles southeast of Ely, MN. That site became known as Camp F-1, or
Project F-1.
Initially, the enrollees lived in tents for the first six
months or so4. That initial period required rugged
living - granite formations were reportedly so
prevalent in the area that leveling off even a small
area of ground required the use of dynamite; tents
were pitched wherever trees could be used to tie the
ropes to5. The site was surrounded by water, with
Birch Lake on the east and wetlands on the west. By
fall 1933 they had the beginnings of a camp and by
winter the tents were abandoned. Still, straw was
used as bedding at least until early 19346.
From 1933-1938, Company #704 was based at the
F-1 site. In late 1938, they moved to Gegoka Camp
F-2, taking the place of Company #701, which had
been disbanded7. At that time, the Birch Lake F-1
site was effectively abandoned. In 1942, the national
CCC program was permanently ended due to World
War II.

Canvas Tent Camp at Project F-1.
Clifford Anderson Civilian Conservation
Corps photographic collection

Looking into Camp Halfway, 1935-38.
Clifford Anderson Civilian Conservation
Corps photographic collection

Map of the
layout of
Halfway
Camp F-1.
United States
Department of
Agriculture

Return Address from 704th Company CCC.
Courtesy Ely-Winton Historical Society

While records are relatively scarce regarding the
totality of the company’s work, we know that
within the first two years the men had
accomplished the following in addition to building
their camp8:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

54.2 miles of of firebreak
6574 acres of forest surveying
1433 acres of rodent control
1011 days of forest fire fighting
556.5 acres of hazard removal
371.5 acres of forest planting
7.0 miles of foot trails
6.7 miles of trail side clearing
5.1 miles of telephone lines
0.3 miles of roads

Company #704 constructed the South Kawishiwi
River Campground, which remains a popular
recreational area to this day, enabling people to
explore the wilderness and access the BWCA via
canoe. They also built one of the cabins at
Johnson’s Fish Camp, which was across the water
from Camp F-1. The Halfway enrollees built a
cabin for an elderly World War I veteran who lived
there9.

Work Site. Robert Engstrom Civilian
Conservation Corps collection

Norway and Scotch Pine experimental
plantation forest. Harold Youngren
photographic collection

South Kawishiwi Pavilion, approx. 1933.
Harold Griffin Civilian Conservation Corps
photographic collection

The camp itself was disassembled in the early 1950s by
locals. The buildings, built with distinctive green
boards, were broken down and used to build cabins at
River Point Resort, among other places11. Those boards
are long gone now, of course. When the camp was
disassembled all manner of tools were up for grabs and
local children quite enjoyed getting pickaxes, saws, and
so forth. Everything that wasn’t taken had holes drilled
into it and was sunk into the lake right off the shore,
including pots and pans12.
When one visits the Halfway Camp F-1 site today, one
will find few signs of the thriving company that once
lived there. The old entrance road to the camp is still
there, albeit in very poor condition. Tangled in
underbrush toward the southeast, there is a large stone
structure that may have once formed part of the mess
hall13. Nearby there is a concrete slab degrading, and the
appearance of further concrete just under the surface,
long overgrown by moss and sod. There is evidence that
the area is used occasionally as a campsite still. Some
chiseled stones comprise parts of several fire pits, and
those are reportedly from the old camp as well14.

Entrance to Halfway Camp F-1, mid
1930s. Note the triangular center
structure with east and west entrances,
and the well in the center.
Clifford Anderson Civilian Conservation
Corps photographic collection

Entrance to Halfway Camp F-1,
post flood.. Harold Griffin
photographic collection

Former entrance to Halfway Camp F-1,
August 2021.

Legacy
Company #704 left a rich legacy in the Superior National
Forest that remains to the present day. Their work in creating
recreational facilities and wilderness management has allowed
untold numbers of tourists and outdoor enthusiasts alike to
experience nature. The plantation forests allowed the woods to
recover from the heavy logging of the early 20th century,
leaving green space and aiding CO2 absorption. The work of
the CCC proved to be a generational accomplishment in
sustainability and environmentalism.
The South Kawishiwi Pavilion still exists today, and River
Point Resort, located on the site of Johnson’s Fish Camp,
maintains the original Log Cabin for guests. Much of 704’s
forest management work remains unseen for the average
person, as it did even at the time, as one needed to venture
into roadless areas of wilderness. Nevertheless, the Superior
National Forest that we have today would not exist without
the work done by the CCC companies across its breadth,
including Company #704.
The Works Progress Administration employed artists as
Federal Art Project workers assigned to CCC camps to give
drawing classes and to create art with work themes, which
created an entire school of art known as New Deal art. The
Smithsonian American Art Museum contains a watercolor
painting by one such artist, Edward Morton, an artist assigned
to Camp Halfway #704 F-1 from June-October 1934.

South Kawishiwi Recreation
Area & Pavilion, present day
Courtesy US Forest Service

Log Cabin at River Point Resort
Courtesy River Point Resort
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